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ABSTRACT 



This study was conducted to gather data about courses 
currently available to students through distance technologies, and to gather 
information from both faculty members and students concerning their 
perceptions of teaching and learning through remote processes in the Florida 
Community College System. This study focuses particularly on two-way 
interactive teleclasses and on-line courses with the overall goal of learning 
more about how many students participate, and how their instructors and they 
regard their learning experiences. The results of this study indicate that 
community college students appreciate the access and convenience of distance 
learning courses and are willing to adapt to and accommodate themselves to 
the technology. However, faculty who teach distance learning are ambivalent. 
They are struggling with the demands of teaching distance learning courses 
and are concerned about the challenges distance learning brings to the 
learning environment. Two ways in which the Florida Community College System 
has addressed quality concerns, as well as the Commission on Colleges 
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools' criteria about offering 
appropriate support services for distance learners, have been through the 
development of the Florida Academic Counseling and Tracking System (FACTS) 
and through the Distance Library Learning Initiative. Appendices listing the 
available commionity college distance learning courses and the complete 
surveys used in the study constitute over half of the report. (VWC) 
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Preface 



Section 240.312, Florida Statutes, requires that systematic program reviews be conducted 
for the Community College System. To meet this requirement, the State Board of Community 
Colleges elected to conduct a Level I program review on Distance Learning in the Community 
Colleges. Since 1994, these programs have been a growing sector of community college 
instruction; yet little is known at the State level about faculty and student reactions to this 
relatively new instmctional medium. 

This study was conducted to gather data about courses currently available to students 
through distance technologies and to gather information from both faculty members and students 
concerning their perceptions of teaching and learning through remote processes. Since relatively 
little in known about the impact of distance learning using the newer technologies, this study 
focuses particularly on two-way interactive teleclasses and on-line courses with the overall goal 
of learning more about how many students participate and how their instructors and they regard 
their learning experiences. 

While the review is intended to be primarily descriptive rather than making policy 
recommendations for change, the information may serve as a valuable resource to faculty and 
administrators as they continue to develop and refine distance learning for future applications. 

Special Recognition is given to Dr. Beverly L. Bower, Professor at Florida State 
University, Department of Educational Leadership, Higher Education, who served as a 
consultant on this review. 
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Executive Summary 



Due to rapid advances in technology and its increasing affordability, the use of distance 
learning has become an increasingly significant delivery mechanism of the American higher 
education system. Florida community colleges have kept pace with distance learning national 
trends by first offering correspondence courses, then educational television courses, and now 
interactive teleclasses and Internet courses. Through survey, interviews, and site visits this 
report provides a broad description of the distance learning environment in Florida’s community 
colleges, focusing on the emerging interactive technologies — teleclasses and online courses — 
and key stakeholders — students and faculty. 

During Spring 1999 data was gathered from students, faculty, and administrators at 
eighteen Florida community colleges using four different survey instruments. One hundred fifty- 
three (153) faculty members at fourteen community colleges participated in the study. These 
faculty members were teaching 155 different courses. The majority (85%) were full-time 
community college faculty with ten to twelve years of community college teaching experience. 
Most were teaching only one distance learning course; average class size of twenty students. 
Most of the faculty reported that they had not received any training to prepare them for teaching 
a distance learning course. While many reported that there were no college rewards available to 
them for their involvement in distance learning, those who reported rewards most frequently 
cited computer equipment as an available reward. Faculty indicated that what motivated them to 
be involved with distance learning was personal interest in technology and the ability to reach 
new audiences. Most of the faculty perceived distance learning courses to be a learning 
experience equivalent to the traditional classroom. However, 35% perceived it to be worse or 
ineffective. Fifty-eight percent of the respondents said they considered their distance learning 
teaching experience a positive one, and 85% of the faculty would be willing to teach another 




distance learning course. 
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The students who participated in this study were taking either interactive teleclasses or 
online/Internet classes. Five hundred fifty-five of the student respondents were taking online 
courses and 952 were taking teleclasses. The online students came from eighteen community 
colleges; the teleclass students from fourteen colleges. Among the online students 47% 
responded that they would not have been able to take the class if it had not been offered via 
distance learning technology. Eighty-seven percent stated they chose distance learning for its 
convenience in accommodating their schedules. Eighty-four percent indicated they were 
satisfied with their distance learning experience, 85% said they would recommend the online 
course to other students, and 90% would take another online course. 

Teleclass students were divided into onsite students, those taking the course in the room 
with the instructor, and those remote from the instructor. The majority of onsite students (82%) 
were satisfied with the teleclass. Eighty percent would recommend the teleclass to other students 
but only 76% would take another teleclass. Among remote site students only 67% were satisfied 
with the teleclass, 72% would recommend the teleclass to other students, and 75% would take 
another teleclass. Thirty-two percent of the teleclass students stated that they would not have 
been able to take the course if it had not been offered as a distance learning class. Primarily, this 
response came from the remote site students. 

Site visits were conducted at Indian River Community College, Pensacola Junior College, 
and St. Petersburg Junior College. Each of these colleges is significantly involved in either 
interactive teleclasses and/or Internet courses. Visits with the administrators at these colleges 
indicated that each college intends to expand its distance learning offerings with the goal of 
eventually being able to provide a complete Associate of Arts or Associate of Science degree via 
distance learning. Each college acknowledged the need to maintain high quality in its distance 
learning courses, especially in light of the increasing competition in the educational marketplace 
brought about by technological advances. A major issue for all three of the colleges is how to 
O ' iii 
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acquire the finances necessary to meet distance learning goals. Administrators also discussed 
various student and faculty issues, especially support issues for both groups. 

The results of this study indicate that community college students appreciate the access 
and convenience of distance learning courses and are willing to adapt to and accommodate 
themselves to the technology. However, faculty teaching distance learning courses are 
ambivalent. They are struggling with the demands of teaching distance learning courses and are 
concerned about the challenges distance learning brings to the learning environment. 
Administrators must successfully address these concerns and respond to the funding issues if 
they want to expand student access to education via quality distance learning experiences. 

Two ways in which the Florida Community College System (FCCS) has addressed 
quality concerns and the Commission on Colleges Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
(SACS) criteria about offering appropriate support services for distance learners has been 
through the development of the Florida Academic Counseling and Tracking System (FACTS) 
and through the Distance Library Learning Initiative (DLLI). Among the services offered 
through FACTS, students may gain electronic access to college transcript information, degree 
audits, degree shopping, financial aid information, and determine what upper division courses 
are required for specific majors. The Distance Library Learning Initiative has provided access to 
over 70 databases, a reference and referral center, library user training, a document delivery 
station, and statewide courier services to book borrowers across the state with overnight delivery. 
These services have been overwhelmingly successful. In addition, the College Center for 
Library Automation (CCLA) has provided quality library and technology related services to all 
28 community colleges. FACTS serves as the electronic student services support system and 
DLLI assures statewide remote library support (the two key SACS requirements). These 
initiatives have put Florida colleges well ahead of many other states in the nation with regard to 
distance learning support services. 
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Distance Learning in the Community Colleges: 

A Look at the Online and Teleclass Experience 

Introduction 

While the recent advances in technology have brought distance learning to the forefront 
of the education discussion today, the concept of education at a distance has been present and in 
practice for more than a century, originating as correspondence or home study courses delivered 
by mail. Since then the concept has taken the form of audio tapes, educational television, and the 
open university. Today the emerging delivery methods are interactive videoconferencing 
(teleclasses) and courses delivered primarily via the electronic capabilities of the Internet or 
World Wide Web. 

Definitions of the concept of distance education or distance learning vary. Typically the 

definition indicates the separation of teacher and learning in space and/or time. Moore & 

Kearsley (1996) defined distance education as the 

family of instructional methods in which the teaching behaviors are executed apart from 
the learning behaviors, including those that in contiguous teaching would be performed 
in the learner’s presence, so that communication between the learner and the teacher 
must be facilitated by print, electronic, mechanical, or other devices (p. 197). 

In 1992 the U.S. Congress broadly defined distance education as “The transmission of education 

or instructional programming to geographically dispersed individuals or groups” (as cited in 

Sherron & Boettcher, 1997). In conducting its 1995 study of this phenomenon, the U.S. 

Department of Education defined distance education as “education or training courses delivered 

to remote (off campus) locations via audio, video or computer technologies" (National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES), 1997). 

While these encompassing definitions could include a wide variety of delivery methods, 
in the present study the term is used in reference only to interactive teleclasses and courses 
delivered primarily via the electronic capabilities of the Internet or World Wide Web. 
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Widespread use of these particular technologies is fairly new and therefore has not been 
examined in depth. 

Due to rapid advances in technology and its increasing affordability, the use of distance 

learning has become an increasingly significant delivery mechanism of the American higher 

education system. A recent study of two year and four year higher education institutions by the 

U.S. Department of Education stated that 58% of public two year and 62% of public four year 

institutions offer distance learning courses. Of the public two-year institutions offering distance 

learning, 49% offered two-way interactive video courses and 14% online courses (NCES, 1997). 

The increasing involvement of colleges and universities in distance learning has led to the 

creation of the concept of the "virtual campus" 

a metaphor for the electronic teaching, learning, and research environment created by 
the convergence of several relatively new technologies including but not restricted to, the 
Internet, World Wide Web, computer-mediated communication, video conferencing, 
multi-media, groupware, video-on-demand, desktop publishing, intelligent tutoring 
systems, and virtual reality (Van Dusen, 1997). 

The Florida system has kept pace with the national distance learning trends. Florida’s 
postsecondary education institutions, particularly its community colleges, have been involved 
with distance learning since the 1970’s by offering correspondence courses, educational 
television courses, and have increasingly made use of the recent technological advances such as 
interactive teleclasses and Internet courses. The State’s interest in distance learning is evidenced 
by the formation of the Florida Community College Distance Learning Consortium, and other 
state supported entities designed to encourage and guide the use of distance technologies for 
educational use. The Florida Virtual Campus (FVC) was founded by the 1999 Legislature and it 
is expected to begin its operation in early 2000. The FVC will contain course offerings ranging 
from certificates to graduate medical and engineering courses. 

The focus of this Level I review is the experience and perceptions of two key 
stakeholders — students and faculty. This study looks at the issues surrounding the 
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implementation of distance learning courses as they impact students and faculty. It examines a 
variety of stakeholder interests including learning effectiveness, training, and support. 

Research Design 

This investigation of the distance learning activities in the Florida community colleges 
was limited to two delivery mechanisms — online courses and interactive teleclasses. As a Level 
I program review the goal is to provide a description of the activities occurring in these areas. 
This review was guided by the following questions: 

> What types of distance learning courses are currently offered in the Florida community 
colleges? (See Appendix.) 

> What are the numbers of distance learning courses offered in what subject areas? (See 
Appendix.) 

> Do students and faculty perceive distance learning courses to be effective compared to 
traditional courses? 

> What training do faculty members receive to teach a teleclass or on-line course? Is this 
training adequate and effective? 

> Since teaching in the distance learning environment requires special preparation and class 
size is often larger than in the traditional class, what, if any, adjustments in compensation 
and/or workload are available for faculty engaged in distance learning initiatives? 

> What are some of the best distance learning practices within the FCCS? 

To address these questions both surveys and site visits were used. Data was collected during 
spring 1999. Students in online courses and in interactive teleclasses were surveyed, along with 
the faculty who teach these classes. Site visits were made to three colleges to gain an 
institutional perspective. 

A contact person for the study was established at each of the community colleges. These 
individuals provided initial information regarding the online and teleclass offerings at their 
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institutions, served as the distribution point for survey instruments, and, in some cases, arranged 
on-site visits. During spring 1999, twenty of the 28 community colleges offered approximately 
58 different courses via interactive teleclass and approximately 211 online courses. Of the 
twenty colleges involved in delivering these courses, eighteen participated in the study. The 
colleges indicated that approximately 250 faculty members and 6000 students were engaged in 
either online or interactive distance learning activities. 

Four different survey instruments were prepared and distributed as part of the study. (See 
Appendix A) A forty-three item questionnaire was distributed to faculty teaching online and 
interactive teleclasses. This instrument was distributed by the college contacts and returned 
directly to the researcher. Surveys for students in interactive teleclasses were distributed and 
collected by the college contact person. Students taking the teleclasses on-site responded to a 
thirty-one item questionnaire; those taking the classes from remote sites responded to a thirty-six 
item questionnaire. A thirty-four item online survey was created to gather information from 
students taking online courses. College contact persons were asked to provide students the 
internet address for this survey. 

Faculty Survey Results 

One hundred fifty-three useable responses were collected from faculty teaching online 
and/or interactive teleclasses at fourteen of the colleges. These faculty members reported 
teaching 155 different courses. Of the respondents, 47% were female, 53% male. A large 
majority (85%) were full-time faculty members. The faculty respondents in this study have an 
average of ten to twelve years of experience teaching at the community college. Most faculty 
(65%) reported teaching only one distance learning course; very few (2%) reported teaching 
more than three distance learning courses. The average distance learning class size reported was 
twenty students per class. However, reported class sizes range from one to 85 students. (See 
Table 1) 
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Faculty were asked about a number of issues relating to their experience in the distance 
learning environment. They were asked several questions designed to gain an understanding of 
the efforts taken to prepare them for distance learning instruction. They were asked how many 
hours of training they had received in the general use and application of distance learning 
technology, in development of curricula for distance learning courses, and in teaching methods 
for the distance learning environment. While faculty reported an average (mean) of 17 hours of 
training in the use of application of distance learning technology and an average (mean) of seven 
hours of training in development of curricula for distance learning courses, the most answered 
response (mode) was zero hours of training in both cases. (See Table 1) Those who had 
received training indicated that in most cases the training was effective, but many responded that 
it was not adequate to meet their needs. 
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Table 1 

Faculty Characteristics 



Gender 


47% female 53% male 


Employment Status 


85% full-time 15% part-time 


Years of Community 
College Teaching 
Experience 


Range: <1 yr. to 35 yrs. 
Mean: 14 yrs. Mode: 10 yrs. 


No. of distance learning 
courses taught 
(Spring, 1999) 


1 course 64.7% (99 faculty) 

2 courses 26.1% (40 faculty) 

3-1- courses 9.2% (14 faculty) 


Distance Learning Class 
Size 


Range: 1 to 85 students 

Means: 23 to 6 student Mode: 20 students 


Training Hours 


Use & application 
Range: 0 to 224 hrs. 

Mean: 17 hrs. Mode: 0 hrs. 

Development of curricula 
Range: Oto 100 hrs. 

Mean: 7 hrs. Mode: 0 hrs. 



Faculty also answered questions regarding rewards and incentives for preparing distance 
learning courses and for teaching distance learning courses. Six types of rewards/incentives 
were listed — workload adjustment, monetary incentives, extra vacation time, release time, 
computer equipment, and public recognition. Respondents were instructed to indicate all that 
applied. The most frequently cited incentive to develop a distance learning course was the 
availability of better computer equipment. However, only 39 faculty members cited the 
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availability of this reward for distance learning course development, while 64 faculty members 
stated that there were no rewards/incentives available to them for this type of endeavor. 

An even larger number of faculty stated that there were no rewards or incentives in place 
to encourage them to teach distance learning courses. Almost half (48%) of the faculty who 
responded to this question stated that there were no incentives to teach distance learning courses. 
Among those citing available incentives, the most frequently answered responses were computer 
equipment and monetary rewards. 

Faculty were also asked what motivated them to become involved in distance learning 
initiatives and what prompted them to continue this involvement. Five reasons were suggested — 
the ability to reach new audiences, the opportunity to develop new ideas, personal interest in 
technology, intellectual challenge, and monetary or workload incentives offered by the college. 
Respondents could indicate all that apply and were given the opportunity to indicate other 
inducements as well. Monetary or workload incentives did not seem to be a motivator showing 
the lowest response rate (21 respondents for 14%). The reasons most often chosen to explain 
faculty motivation to become involved in distance learning were ability to reach a new audience 
(63%) and personal interest in technology (64%). Monetary and workload incentives were even 
less of a motivation to continue involvement in distance learning instruction. Only 15 faculty 
members (10%) responded that this was a motivator for their continued involvement. Again the 
other options received more positive responses. 
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Table 2 

College Incentives Offered and Faculty Motivators 
Number & Percent of Positive Responses (N = 153) 



College Incentives offered to faculty 

preparing to teach distance learning courses 
11 (7%) workload adjustment 
28(18%) monetary incentives 

0 ( 0%) extra vacation days 
18(12%) release time 

39 (26%) computer equipment 

1 (1%) public forms of acknowledgement 
64 (42%) none 

15 ( 9%) other [See Faculty Comments.] 



teaching distance learning courses 
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(6%) 


workload adjustment 


34 


(22%) 


monetary incentives 


2 


(1%) 


extra vacation days 


3 


(2%) 


release time 


29 


(19%) 


computer equipment 


6 


(4%) 


public forms of acknowledgement 


73 


(48%) 


none 


7 


(5%) 


other [See Faculty Comments.] 



Faculty Motivations 

to become involved w/ distance learning 

97 (63%) ability to reach new audiences 
84 (55%) opportunity to develop new ideas 

98 (64%) personal interest in technology 
86 (57%) intellectual challenge 

21 (14%) monetary/workload incentives 
35 (23%) other [See Faculty Comments.] 



to continue involvement w/ distance learning 
90 (59%) ability to reach new audiences 
83 (54%) opportunity to develop new ideas 
92 (60%) personal interest in technology 
85 (56%) intellectual challenge 
15 (10%) monetary/workload incentives 
29 (19%) other [See Faculty Comments.] 



Faculty members were asked a number of additional questions regarding various aspects 
of their experiences and perceptions of distance learning at their colleges. Over half (56%) of 
the respondents perceived distance learning classes to be an equivalent learning experience 
compared to the conventional classroom. However 35% found it to be worse or ineffective. 
Possible reasons for this statistic can be found in the faculty comments where faculty express 
concern about the student dropout rate and communication problems. In contrast, most faculty 
agreed that teaching a distance learning class had improved the quality and effectiveness of their 
teaching. Their responses also indicated that a large majority agreed with the statement that 
course development and class preparation time is greater for distance learning courses. 

^ BEST COPY AVAILABLE 



Despite the reservations about distance learning indicated in the previous paragraph, 58% 
of the faculty who responded to the survey indicated that their overall teaching experience in 
distance learning had been positive or very positive. When asked if they would recommend 
involvement in distance learning to a faculty colleague, the large majority (71%) said yes. In 
addition 84% said they would be willing to teach another distance learning course. 

Student Survey Results 

The students who participated in this study were taking either interactive teleclasses or 
online/Internet classes during spring 1999. Data from students taking online classes were 
collected via a survey posted on the Internet. Students were given the Internet address and asked 
to respond to the survey online. Their responses were available only to the researcher. The 
college contact person was responsible for the distribution of questionnaires and answer sheets to 
students taking interactive teleclasses. They were encouraged to use their college’s established 
course evaluation procedures as the distribution mechanism. 

Online Courses . Five hundred fifty-five students responded to the online survey. These 
students represented eighteen community colleges and were enrolled in 113 different courses. 
Responses to demographic questions indicated that 67% of the students who responded to the 
survey were female, 33% were male. Thirty-four percent were between the ages of 21 and 29, 
25% were 30-39 years old, and 22% were over 40 years old. Eighty-two percent of the 
respondents were White; 6% African-American, 5% Hispanic, 4% other ethnicity, and 3% 
remained unspecified (See Table 3). 

Students were asked about their reasons for enrolling in an online distance learning 
course. Forty-seven percent of the respondents stated that they would not have been able to take 
the course they were in if it had not been offered through distance technology and 87% of the 
students gave convenience in accommodating work, family, or other competing demands as a 
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reason they were taking the course. Sixty-two percent were taking the online course to satisfy a 
degree or certificate requirement. 

In this survey students were asked about a variety of aspects of the online course — course 
administration, instruction, and delivery format. Students who responded to the survey were 
satisfied with all of these areas of the online learning experience, indicating high levels of 
satisfaction in all areas. Eighty-four percent indicated that they were satisfied or very satisfied 
with the online course they were taking. Eight-six percent of the students said that they would 
recommend this online course to other students and 90% stated that they would take another 
online course. Although 62% of the respondents answered that the workload in the online course 
had been demanding, half of the student respondents found the online course to be equivalent to 
the traditional classroom and 36% said it was better. (See Table 3.) 

Teleclasses . Nine hundred fifty-two usable answer sheets were received from students 
taking interactive teleclasses during spring 1999. These students represented fourteen different 
community colleges and were enrolled in over fifty different courses. Of the respondents, 591 
were taking the course onsite (i.e., in the same room/building as the instructor) and 361 indicated 
that they were taking the course from a remote site. Among the remote site students, responses to 
demographic questions indicated that approximately 35% of the students who responded to the 
survey were male, 65% were female. Forty-five percent of the remote site students were 20 
years of age or younger. Twenty-five percent were between the ages of 21 and 29, 17% were 30- 
39, and 13% were over 40 years old. Eighty-four percent of the remote site respondents were 
White; 8% African-American, 4% Latino, and 4% other ethnicity. In the onsite student 
populations 34% of the students who responded to the survey were male, 64% were female. 
Thirty-seven percent of the onsite students were 20 years of age or younger. Thirty-four percent 
were between the ages of 21 and 29, 18% were 30-39, and 10% were over 40 years old. Sixty- 
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nine percent of the onsite respondents were White, 12% African-American, 6% Latino, and 4% 
Asian American. (See Table 3.) 

Students were asked about their reasons for enrolling in a teleclass. Thirty-two percent of 
the respondents stated that they would not have been able to take the course they were in if it had 
not been offered through distance technology. As expected this response came primarily from 
the students at the remote sites. Sixty-five percent of the respondents indicated that they were 
taking the interactive teleclass to satisfy a degree or certification requirement. Fifty percent of 
the remote site students, but only 18% of the onsite students, also indicated that they enrolled in 
the teleclass because of its convenience. The teleclass students were also asked about a variety of 
aspects of the teleclass — course administration, instruction, and delivery format. Students who 
responded to the survey were generally satisfied with all of these areas of the teleclass learning 
experience. 

Technology issues are of particular concern in the courses that employ interactive video 
technologies. Students were asked a variety of questions about this issue. Although 60% of the 
remote site students reported that a broadcast failure had interrupted their teleclass at least once, 
the responses indicated high reliability of the technology used to deliver distance learning 
teleclasses and that students have learned to adapt to this environment. Seventy-five percent of 
onsite students and 73% of remote site students were satisfied with the technological aspects of 
the teleclass. (See Table 3.) If technology presented a problem in teleclasses, one would expect 
a significant difference between responses of onsite and remote students. 

Eighty-two percent of the onsite students indicated that in general they were satisfied or 
very satisfied with the teleclass environment. However only 67% of the remote site respondents 
indicated that in general they were satisfied or very satisfied with the teleclass environment. 
Eighty percent of the onsite students, but only 72% of the remote site students said that they 
would recommend this teleclass to other students. Seventy-six percent of the onsite students and 
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75% of the students taking the course from a remote site stated that they would take another 
teleclass. Among the onsite students, 83% found the teleclass experience to be equivalent to or 
better than the traditional classroom but 16% said it was worse or ineffective. Seventy percent of 
the remote site students responded that they perceived the teleclass experience to be equal or 
better than the traditional classroom and 30% said it was worse or ineffective. (See Table 3.) 

Table 3 

Student Demographics & 

Satisfaction w/ Distance Learning Experience 





ONLINE 

(N = 555) 


TELECLASS 

Onsite 

(N = 591) 


Remote 

(N = 361) 


Gender 








Female 


67% 


64% 


65% 


Male , 


•33 


35 


35 


Age 

20 yrs. or less 


19% 


37% 


45% 


21-29 yrs. 


34 


34 


25 


30-39 yrs. 


25 


18 


17 


40 or older 


22 


10 


13 


Ethnicity 

Native American 


1% 


3% 


2% 


Asian American 


2 


4 


2 


African American 


6 


12 


8 


Hispanic 


5 


6 


4 


While 


82 


69 


84 


Unspecified 


3 


6 




Satisfaction w/ Distance Learning 
Experience 

Satisfied w/ educational experience 
Very Satisfied 


57% 


42% 


27% 


Satisfied 


27 


40 


40 


Somewhat Satisfied 


10 


13 


24 


Not Satisfied 


6 


5 


9 


Compared to traditional class 








Belter 


35% 


22% 


16% 


Equivalent 


50 


61 


54 


Worse 


11 


12 


24 


Ineffective 


4 


4 


6 


Recommend to others 








Yes 


'86% 


80% 


72% 


No 


14 


19 


27 


Enroll in another course of this type 








Yes 


90% 


76% 


75% 


No 


10 


23 


24 
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In summary, the students who responded to this survey were satisfied with the distance 
learning experience. Many of the students indicated that they would not have been able to take 
the class they were in if it had not been offered via distance learning. This was especially true 
among students enrolled in online courses. Students were taking distance learning courses for 
their convenience in helping them cope with the demands of busy schedules and to meet the 
requirements of their programs of study. Although the technology may present challenges on 
occasion, students consider interactive teleclasses and online courses to be viable alternatives to 
the traditional classroom. 

Discussion of Site Visits 

Site visits were conducted at three of the community colleges — Indian River Community 
College (IRCC), Pensacola Junior College (PJC), and St. Petersburg Junior College (SPJC). 
Each of these institutions is substantially involved with delivery of courses via interactive 
teleclasses and/or online classes. During the site visits, group discussions and individual 
interviews were conducted with staff involved in the administration and delivery of the colleges’ 
distance learning offerings. In these conversations, individuals shared successes, challenges, and 
philosophy regarding distance learning. 

The vice president at each of the institutions described an expanding role for distance 
education at his/her institution. This role is primarily to support the needs of the citizens in their 
geographical service districts. But the possibility of providing courses to a wider market was not 
excluded if a demonstrated and appropriate market niche should develop and policies permitting 
such expansion be in place. The vice presidents envision distance education as providing an 
additional dimension with which to enrich the curricula, a “new approach” or an additional 
“modality” with which to reach students. They also expressed the goal of eventually providing 
complete Associate of Art and Associate of Science degrees through distance learning. One of 
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the vice presidents described the vision of the campus becoming an occasional “touch down 
zone” for students as they progress through a degree program offered “any time, any place, any 
pace” through distance learning. Another envisioned that 15-20% of the institution’s total 
enrollment would be through distance education in the next five to ten years. 

Each of the institutions visited demonstrated a different organizational pattern for their 
distance learning programs. These patterns were based on historical development of the program 
and philosophy of the institution regarding distance learning. It was evident that in some 
institutions, distance learning had developed as a “special case” and was organizationally 
separated from the academic mainstream. With the rapid growth in the distance learning area, it 
has become clear that it can function more effectively with closer ties to the general academic 
program. Each of the institutions folds the distance learning courses into its schedule of classes, 
alerting students to the different delivery mode via a special code or note in the schedule. 
Concern was expressed in the interview for the need to have both faculty and students 
understand that distance learning courses maintain the rigor and quality of the traditional classes. 
To do this institutions are encouraging their full-time faculty to teach distance learning courses, 
as opposed to using adjunct faculty to teach these courses. In all cases, faculty who taught 
distance learning courses were “borrowed” from existing academic departments. 

A major issue in providing distance learning courses is finance. The technical equipment 
needed to produce, deliver, and maintain quality teleclasses or online courses is greater than that 
needed in the delivery of traditional courses. While institutions may have been able to provide 
for small distance learning initiatives through regular funding channels, they are discovering that 
as these programs become a more significant part of the curriculum there is a need to look for 
other funding sources. Each of the institutions visited mentioned grants as a method of funding 
that had already been used to fund some distance learning initiatives or that was being explored 
as a funding source. 
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It is important to note that the American Association of Community Colleges 
(AACC) has praised the 2% staff development “setaside” which Florida community colleges and 
universities appropriate annually for staff and program development purposes. Many of the 
community colleges have elected to use those dollars to develop distance learning courses and to 
provide staff development for faculty members who teach them. 

St. Petersburg Junior College is certainly a leader as shown by its commitment, financial 
and philosophical, to distance learning. Good examples of its commitment to instructional 
technology are its Seminole Campus and Project Eagle. The Seminole Campus, which opened in 
1998, is the focal point for SPJC’s distance learning efforts. The first building at this site, the 
Technology Learning Center, has been designed to accommodate the expanding growth of 
distance learning and other educational technologies. The center includes a dramatic 6700 
square foot Information Commons, which houses a variety of computers and other educational 
equipment and serves as an online classroom and open lab for students and faculty, in addition to 
multiple rooms for videoconferencing, computer-based instruction, and online course 
development. Among the most interesting services provided through the Seminole Campus of 
SPJC is the CyberLibrary, an online reference collection for SPJC distance learners. The campus 
also houses the instructional computing staff who are available to provide faculty with one-on- 
one training and assistance in developing online courses. 

Project Eagle is a multi-year $5 million initiative to create a model of access to four-year 
degrees and workforce training for community college students. Distance learning technologies 
will play a key part in providing the access. The project plans include the development of 160 
technology-mediated courses, continued development of the SPJC Electronic College, and the 
infrastructure and support mechanisms necessary to make it all work. 

Faculty issues that surfaced in the site visits include compensation/workload, training and 
support. Administrators at each of the institutions seemed aware of the great deal of time it takes 



faculty to develop a distance learning course. Overload pay and release time were methods 
mentioned as ways to compensate faculty for distance learning course development. However, 
the philosophy expressed by at least one of the institutions was that course development for 
distance learning should be treated in the same manner as course development for traditional 
courses. The administrators also discussed what they had learned about providing training to 
prepare faculty to teach distance learning courses and how training had been modified to better 
meet faculty needs. The general theme of the modifications was a move to more individualized 
training sessions and providing more focused training, as opposed to exposing faculty to all the 
nuances and issues at once, i.e., breaking the training into more discrete segments. Not 
surprisingly, the greatest need for training or support seemed to be for the online courses. Given 
the variety of skills needed to develop quality courses in the online environment, at least one of 
the institutions has gone to a team approach, hiring full-time instructional technologists to 
participate with faculty in designing online courses and to provide technical assistance to 
students taking these courses. 

In discussing student issues, the administrators included the topics of technical support, 
student services, and testing. Someone at each of the institutions mentioned how important it 
was for students to understand the skills they need to be successful in distance learning courses, 
especially online courses. Each of the colleges tries to make clear to students what special 
requirements there are to take distance learning courses, e.g. minimum equipment requirements 
for online courses. This information is shared at or before students register for classes via 
printed materials and online. Most of the student issues that were discussed concerned providing 
services to students in online courses. Because students in teleclasses come on campus to attend 
their teleclasses, their needs are somewhat different from students enrolled in online courses. 
However, as videoconferencing technology advances into the home market, colleges recognize 
that these two groups of students will become more similar in their relationship with the campus. 
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Each of the institutions is developing ways to provide adequate student services (e.g. registration, 
academic advising) to distance learning students. Two of the institutions are involved in projects 
which make innovative use of current computer technology to provide these services. How to 
best provide testing services in a truly distance learning environment was also an issue that 
surfaced. At each institution, testing required the physical presence of the student at one of the 
institutions’ campuses or centers. 

Summary of Findings 

Through survey, interviews, and site visits this report has provided a broad description of 
the distance learning environment in Florida’s community colleges, focusing on the emerging 
interactive technologies — teleclasses and online courses — and key stakeholders — students and 
faculty. In considering this initial review, certain limitations must be acknowledged. This 
review attempts to describe what is, not what should be. In this report no comparison is made to 
assessments of the traditional classroom experience. Nor is there any attempt to assess student 
retention/success or barriers that may prohibit students from taking distance learning courses. 
Future studies should address these issues. 

Several themes emerge from a review of these findings. Community college 
administrators view distance learning as an opportunity to provide access and needed service to 
untapped markets in their service areas and beyond. In this regard they appear to be successful, 
given that 47% of the online students and 32% of the teleclass students in the study stated that 
they would not have been able to take the course they were in if it had not been available via 
distance learning. The results of the study indicate that community college students appreciate 
the access and convenience of distance learning courses and are willing to adapt to and 
accommodate themselves to the technology. So, it appears that students and administrators both 
see that distance learning can help them meet their goals. To do this, however, both groups need 
committed and adequately prepared faculty. 



O 

ERIC 



17 



25 . 



Of the groups examined in this study, faculty seem to be less satisfied with distance 
learning than were the students surveyed. In this regard Florida’s community colleges reflect 
national concerns. While student satisfaction with distance learning courses ranged from 67% to 
84%, fifty-eight percent (58%) of the faculty who responded to the survey indicated that their 
teaching experience with distance learning had been positive. In the response to the quality 
question, two thirds of the faculty perceived the quality to be as good as or better than traditional 
approaches, but approximately one-third (35%) of the faculty respondents perceived distance 
learning courses to be a worse learning experience than the traditional classroom or even 
ineffective. 

Factors which play a part in the lack of some faculty members’ enthusiasm for distance 
learning may be represented in the 68% who stated that course development and class 
preparation is greater for distance learning courses. In addition, the faculty who responded 
perceived that, on the whole, there were no adequate rewards or incentives being offered to 
compensate them for the workload involved in distance learning instruction. This sentiment was 
clearly expressed both in the responses to specific survey questions and in the additional 
comments added. Another factor at work in faculty reluctance toward distance learning may be 
their lack of training to prepare them for distance learning. The responses indicate that many 
faculty are not given any training before they embark on distance learning efforts. 

Administrators must recognize and address these issues if they hope to meet their goals of 
increased course delivery via distance learning. Several colleges have begun to expend 
significant dollars from their Staff and Program Development (SPD) funds for distance education 
related development. In addition, both the Consortium and the Florida Virtual College will 
provide statewide staff development opportunities and become tools to assist this effort. As the 
distance learning marketplace expands, students will have a wider variety of educational choices 
and competition will increase. The colleges that are successful in providing quality courses to 
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distant students will be those that have successfully responded to the issues that emerged in this 
study. The leaders will be those who have planned and carried out strategies to improve student 
and faculty satisfaction and those who have made a financial commitment to the necessary 
support and infrastructure needed to create a learning experience where students are successful 
and faculty have the tools they need to facilitate student learning. 

Conclusion 

Overall, this study yields three significant findings. First, students satisfaction with 
distance learning courses is high. Second, distance learning is increasing access for students who 
otherwise would not be able to come to campus to take courses. Third, there appears to be a need 
to strengthen opportunities for faculty members to receive appropriate training to prepare and 
instruct using distance learning technologies. 

The Florida Community College Distance Learning Consortium is aware of the faculty 
training issue and is in the process of taking steps to address it. It is the intent of the Consortium 
to hire an individual whose sole responsibility will be to provide technical assistance to the 
colleges. This individual will train faculty with the goal of increasing their confidence and 
proficiency in both the development of courses and instruction through the use of on-line or 
telecourse instruction. 

In addition, the quality issue has been addressed at the state level through two major 
initiatives, both of which have addressed the Commission on Colleges Southern Association of 
Colleges and Schools (SACS) criteria. The FCCS has made available appropriate support 
services for distance learners through the development of the Florida Academic Counseling and 
Tracking System (FACTS), and through the Distance Library Learning Initiative (DLLI). 
FACTS serves as the electronic student services support system and DLLI assures statewide 
remote library support (the two key SACS requirements). Among the services offered through 
FACTS, students may gain electronic access to college transcript information, degree audits. 
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degree shopping, financial aid information, and determine what upper division courses are 
required for specific majors. Distance Learning Library Initiative is a collaborative effort among 
state universities, community colleges, and public libraries to provide distance education library 
services for higher education in Florida. Services provided through DLLI include: electronic 
resources encompassing over 70 data bases ranging from electronic abstracts to full-text journals 
and encyclopedias, a reference and referral center, library user training, book borrowing 
privileges, and a document delivery station. The courier services to book borrowers across the 
state provides overnight delivery to and from over 416 public and academic library locations in 
Florida. The service has been overwhelmingly successful. In addition, the College Center for 
Library Automation (CCLA) has provided quality library and technology related services to all 
28 community colleges for the past ten years. These initiatives have put Florida colleges well 
ahead of many other states in the nation with regard to distance learning services. 
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